INHALATION  OF  ETHEREAL  VAPOR 


FOR  THE  PREVENTION  OF 


PAIN  IN  SURGICAL  OPERATIONS. 




BY  JOHN  C.  WARREN,  M.  D. 


Application  has  been  made  to  me  by  R.  H.  Eddy,  Esq.,  in  a letter 
dated  Nov.  30th,  in  behalf  Dr.  W.  T.  G.  Morton,  to  furnish  an  account  of 
the  operations  witnessed  and  performed  by  me,  wherein  his  new  discovery 
for  preventing  pain  was  employed.  Dr.  M.  has  also  proposed  tome  to 
give  him  the  names  of  such  hospitals  as  I know  of  in  this  country,  in 
order  that  he  may  present  them  with  the  use  of  his  discovery.  These 
applications,  and  the  hope  of  being  useful  to  my  professional  brethren, 
especially  those  concerned  in  the  hospitals  which  may  have  the  benefit  of 
Dr.  M.’s  proposal,  have  induced  me  to  draw  up  the  following  statement, 
and  to  request  that  it  may  be  made  public  through  your  Journal. 

The  discovery  of  a mode  of  preventing  pain  in  surgical  operations 
has  been  an  object  of  strong  desire  among  surgeons  from  an  early  pe- 
riod. In  my  surgical  lectures  I have  almost  annually  alluded  to  it,  and 
stated  the  means  which  I have  usually  adopted  for  the  attainment  of 
this  object.  I have  also  freely  declared,  that  notwithstanding  the  use  of 
very  large  doses  of  narcotic  substances,  this  desidei-atum  had  never  been 
satisfactorily  obtained.  The  successful  use  of  any  article  of  the  materia 
medica  for  this  purpose,  would  therefore  be  hailed  by  me  as  an  important 
alleviation  to  human  suffering.  1 have  in  consequence  readily  admitted 
the  trial  of  plans  calculated  to  accomplish  this  object,  whenever  they 
were  free  from  danger. 

About  five  weeks  since,  Dr.  Morton,  dentist  of  this  city,  informed  me 
that  he  had  invented  an  apparatus  for  the  inhalation  of  a vapor,  the 
effect  of  which  was  to  produce  a state  of  total  insensibility  to  pain,  and 
that  he  had  employed  it  successfully  in  a sufficient  number  of  cases  in 
his  practice  to  justify  him  in  a belief  of  its  efficacy.  He  wished  for  an 
opportunity  to  test  its  power  in  surgical  operations,  and  I agreed  to  give 
him  such  an  opportunity  as  soon  as  practicable. 

I 
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Being  at  that  time  in  attendance  as  Surgeon  of  the  Massachusetts 
General  Hospital,  a patient  presented  himself  in  that  valuable  institution 
a few  days  after  my  conversation  with  Dr.  Morton,  who  required  an  ope- 
ration for  a tumor  of  the  neck,  and  agreeably  to  my  promise  I requested 
the  attendance  of  Dr.  M. 

On  October  17th,  the  patient  being  prepared  for  the  operation,  the 
apparatus  was  applied  to  his  mouth  by  Dr.  Morton  for  about  three 
minutes,  at  the  end  of  which  time  he  sank  into  a state  of  insensibility. 
I immediately  made  an  incision  about  three  inches  long  through  the  skin 
of  the  neck,  and  began  a dissection  among  important  nerves  and  blood- 
vessels without  any  expression  of  pain  on  the  part  of  the  patient.  Soon 
after  he  began  to  speak  incoherently,  and  appeared  to  be  in  an  agitated  state 
during  the  remainder  of  the  operation.  Being  asked  immediately  after- 
wards whether  he  had  suffered  much,  he  said  that  he  had  felt  as  if  his 
neck  had  been  scratched  ; but  subsequently,  when  inquired  of  by  me, 
his  statement  was,  that  he  did  not  experience  pain  at  the  time,  although 
aware  that  the  operation  was  proceeding. 

The  effect  of  the  gaseous  inhalation  in  neutralizing  the  sentient  faculty 
was  made  perfectly  distinct  to  my  mind  by  this  experiment,  although  the 
patient  during  a part  of  its  prosecution  exhibited  appearances  indicative 
of  suffering.  Dr.  Morton  had  apprised  me,  that  the  influence  of  his  ap- 
plication would  last  but  a few  minutes  after  its  intermission  ; and  as  the 
operation  was  necessarily  protracted,  I was  not  disappointed  that  its  suc- 
cess was  only  partial. 

On  the  following  day,  October  18th,  an  operation  was  done  by  Dr. 
Hayward,  on  a tumor  of  the  arm,  in  a female  patient  at  the  Hospital. 
The  respiration  of  the  gas  was  in  this  case  continued  during  the  whole  of 
the  operation.  There  was  no  exhibition  of  pain,  excepting  some  occa- 
sional groans  during  its  last  stage,  which  she  subsequently  stated  to  have 
arisen  from  a disagreeable  dream.  Noticing  the  pulse  in  this  patient  be- 
fore and  after  the  operation,  I found  it  to  have  risen  from  80  to  120. 

Two  or  three  days  after  these  occurrences,  on  meeting  with  Dr. 
Charles  T.  Jackson,  distinguished  for  his  philosophical  spirit  of  inquiry,  as 
well  as  for  his  geological  and  chemical  science,  this  gentleman  informed 
me  that  he  first  suggested  to  Dr.  Morton  the  inspiration  of  ether,  as  a 
means  of  preventing  the  pain  of  operations  on  the  teeth.  He  did  not 
claim  the  invention  of  the  apparatus,  nor  its  practical  application  ; for 
these  we  are  indebted  to  Dr.  Morton. 

The  success  of  this  process  in  the  prevention  of  pain  for  a certain  pe- 
riod being  quite  established,  I at  once  conceived  it  to  be  my  duty  to  in- 
troduce the  apparatus  into  the  practice  of  the  Hospital,  but  was  imme- 
diately arrested  by  learning  that  the  proprietor  intended  to  obtain  an  ex- 
clusive patent  for  its  use.  It  now  became  a question,  whether,  in  accord- 
ance with  that  elevated  principle  long  since  introduced  into  the  medical 
profession,  which  forbids  its  members  to  conceal  any  useful  discovery,  we 
could  continue  to  encourage  an  application  we  were  not  allowed  to  use 
ourselves,  and  of  the  components  of  which  we  were  ignorant.  On  dis- 
cussing this  matter  with  Dr.  Hayward,  my  colleague  in  the  Hospital,  we 
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came  to  the  conclusion,  that  we  were  not  justified  in  encouraging  the 
further  use  of  this  new  invention,  until  we  were  better  satisfied  on  these 
points.  Dr.  Hayward  thereupon  had  a conversation  with  Dr.  Morton,  in 
consequence  of  which  Dr.  M.  addressed  to  me  a letter.  In  this  he  de- 
clared his  willingness  to  make  known  to  us  the  article  employed,  and  to 
supply  assistance  to  administer  the  inhalation  whenever  called  upon. 
These  stipulations  he  has  complied  with. 

This  being  done,  we  thought  ourselves  justified  in  inviting  Dr.  Morton 
to  continue  his  experiments  at  the  Hospital,  and  elsewhere  ; and  he  di- 
rectly after,  Nov.  7th,  attended  at  a painful  and  protracted  operation  per- 
formed by  me,  of  the  excision  of  a portion  of  the  lower  jaw,  in  which 
the  patient’s  sufferings  were  greatly  mitigated.  On  the  same  day  an 
amputation  of  the  thigh  of  a young  woman  was  performed  at  the  Hos- 
pital by  Dr.  Hayward.  In  this  case  the  respiration  of  the  ethereal  vapor 
appeared  to  be  entirely  successful  in  preventing  the  pain  of  the  operation  ; 
the  patient  stating,  afterwards,  that  she  did  not  know  that  anything  had 
been  done  to  her. 

On  Nov.  12th,  an  operation  for  the  removal  of  a tumor  from  the  arm 
of  a young  woman  was  performed  by  Dr.  J.  Mason  Warren.  The  va- 
por was  administered  for  three  minutes,  when  the  patient  became  un- 
conscious ; the  operator  then  proceeded,  the  inspiration  being  continued. 
Standing  myself  on  one  side  of  the  patient,  while  the  operator  was  on 
the  other,  so  entirely  tranquil  was  she,  that  I was  not  aware  the  ope- 
ration had  begun,  until  it  was  nearly  completed. 

On  Nov.  21st  an  operation  was  performed  by  Dr.  J.  Mason  Warren 
on  a gentleman  for  the  removal  of  a tumor,  which  covered  nearly  the 
half  of  the  front  of  the  right  thigh.  The  patient  lying  upon  a bed,  the 
vapor  was  administered  by  Dr.  Morton  in  the  presence  of  Drs.  Charles 
T.  Jackson,  Reynolds,  J.  V.  C.  Smith,  Flagg,  Gould,  Shurtleff,  Law- 
rence, Parsons,  Briggs,  and  others.  After  he  had  breathed  the  vapor 
for  three  minutes  his  head  fell,  and  he  ceased  to  respire  it,  but  presently 
awaking,  the  inhalation  was  renewed  till  he  again  appeared  insensible. 
The  operation  was  then  commenced.  At  the  first  stroke  of  the  knife  he 
clapped  his  hand  on  the  wound,  but  l immediately  seized  and  held  it 
during  the  remainder  of  the  operation,  though  not  without  some  difficulty 
in  consequence  of  his  struggles.  The  operation  was  completed  in  two 
or  three  minutes,  and  the  patient  remained  quietly  on  his  back  with  his 
eyes  closed.  On  examination  the  pupils  were  found  to  be  dilated ; the 
pulse  was  not  materially  affected.  After  he  had  lain  about  two  minutes 
I roused  him  by  the  inquiry,  “ how  do  you  do  to-day  ?”  to  which 
he  replied,  “very  well,  I thank  you.”  I then  asked  what  he  had 
been  doing  ? He  said  he  believed  he  had  been  dreaming ; he  dreamed 
that  he  was  at  home,  and  making  some  examination  into  his  business. 
“ Do  you  feel  any  pain  ?”  “ No.”  “ How  is  that  tumor  of  yours  ?” 
The  patient  raised  himself  in  bed,  looked  at  his  thigh  for  a moment, 
and  said,  “ it  is  gone,  and  I’m  glad  of  it.”  I then  inquired  if  he  had 
felt  any  pain  during  the  operation,  to  which  he  replied  in  the  negative. 
He  soon  recovered  his  natural  state,  experienced  no  inconvenience  from 
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the  inhalation,  was  remarkably  free  from  pain,  and  in  three  days  wen® 
home  into  the  country. 

In  all  these  cases  there  was  a decided  mitigation  of  pain ; in  most  of 
them  the  patients  on  the  day  after  the  operation,  and  at  other  times, 
stated,  that  they  had  not  been  conscious  of  pain.  All  those  who  at- 
tended were,  I think,  satisfied  of  the  efficacy  of  the  application  in  pre- 
venting, or,  at  least,  greatly  diminishing  the  suffering  usual  in  such  cases. 
The  phenomena  presented  in  these  operations  afford  grounds  for  many 
interesting  reflections,  but  it  being  my  principal  intention  at  this  time  to 
give  a simple  statement  of  facts,  I shall  not  pursue  the  subject  further, 
but  close  with  two  or  three  remarks. 

1st.  The  breathing  of  the  ethereal  vapor  appears  to  operate  directly 
on  the  cerebral  system,  and  the  consequent  insensibility  is  proportionate 
to  the  degree  of  cerebral  affection. 

2d.  Muscular  power  was  for  the  time  suspended  in  some  cases,  in 
others  its  loss  was  partial,  and  in  one  instance  was  scarcely  sensible. 
The  great  relaxation  of  muscular  action  produced  by  a full  dose  of  the 
application,  leads  to  the  hope  that  it  may  be  employed  with  advantage 
in  cases  of  spasmodic  affection,  both  by  the  surgeon  and  by  the  physician. 

3d.  The  action  of  the  heart  is  remarkably  accelerated  in  some  cases,, 
but  not  in  all. 

4th.  The  respiration  is  sometimes  stertorous,  like  that  of  apoplexy. 

All  these  changes  soon  pass  off  without  leaving  any  distinct  traces 
behind  them,  and  the  ordinary  state  of  the  functions  returns.  This  hae 
been  the  course  of  things  in  the  cases  I have  witnessed,  but  I think  it 
quite  probable,  that  so  powerful  an  agent  may  sometimes  produce  other 
and  even  alarming  effects.  I therefore  would  recommend,  that  it  should- 
never  be  employed  except  under  the  inspection  of  a judicious  and  com- 
petent person. 

Let  me  conclude  by  congratulating  my  professional  brethren  on  the 
acquisition  of  a mode  of  mitigating  human  suffering,  which  may  become 
a valuable  agent  in  the  hands  of  careful  and  well-instructed  practitioners,, 
even  if  it  should  not  prove  of  such  general  application  as  the  imagination, 
of  sanguine  persons  would  lead  them  to  anticipate. 

Boston,  Dec.  3,  1846. 


